CUSTOMS, BELIEFS, AND CULTURE                    157

off evil spirits and only secondarily as an adornment. Children
are generally protected by rubbing a bit of lamp-black on
cheeks or forehead.

Calamities and epidemics are usually ascribed to the male-
volence of witches. According to some, a woman dying while
pregnant or in child-birth becomes a churel (witch). Most of the
castes have professional witch-doctors called Ojhas or Sokhas
who indicate the witch responsible for a calamity. At times the
unfortunate person suspected of witchcraft is belaboured to
death.

Matriarchy and Marriage Customs

Probably most of the depressed castes were originally ma-
trilineal, for even at present many castes show important traces
of the matriarchate. The employment of sister's or daughter's
husband to officiate as priest on marriage ceremonies is a fea-
ture common to most of the castes. Amongst Saheriyas the
marriage ceremony is performed by an old man of the caste or
the bride's brother-in-law. In the case of many castes, e.g.
Chamars, Korwas, etc. the maternal uncle either himself arranges
a boy's or girl's marriage or has a final say in the matter. It is
customary in certain castes for the girl's maternal uncle to
receive the whole or a part of the bride price. Descent through
female line exists in some castes. For instance/ among the
Garos the husband of the youngest daughter is the de facto
owner of the family land and property. Again, their womenfolk
enjoy freedom little dissimilar from that of the menfolk. Often
women are treated on terms of perfect equality. In the case of
castes like Nats women can and do become headwomen (muk-
hia); while the Kanjars have, in many places, a headman as well
as a headwoman.1 The beliefs and religious practices of some
of the depressed castes bear the impress of matriarchy. For
instance, in the Himalayas of U. P. and the Punjab, worship of
goddesses in whose honour fairs are held is far more important
than that of gods. This is, however, a feature of the religious
practices of most of the hill castes, both high and low.2

1  U. P. Census Report, 1931, Pt. I, p. 612.

2  Census of India, 1931, Vol. I, Pt. 1, p. 458.